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S’pore doc
to head
Cornea
Society
Top eye surgeon’s role reflects
leading-edge practices in Republic
By SALMA KHALIK
HEALTH CORRESPONDENT

TOP Singapore eye surgeon Donald Tan has become the first
non-American to be elected to
head the renowned Cornea Society, an achievement that reflects
the advances Singapore has made
in cornea transplants.
The 37-year-old society, based
in the United States, plays a pivotal role in unveiling new techniques and treatment to eye surgeons around the world. Its annual scientific meetings draw some
15,000 participants from around
the world and its monthly Cornea
journal is seen as the authority on
the latest developments.
Professor Tan, 52, medical
director of the Singapore National
Eye Centre and chairman of the
Singapore Eye Research Institute,
attributes his new role to the
Republic’s prominence in cornea
transplants.
Although its 350 transplants a
year are relatively few compared
to the 45,000 done each year in
the US, these are “high-end” operations that use new forms of transplant techniques.Only one in five
who need a transplant suffers

damage to the entire cornea. Still,
surgeons in most parts of the
world would remove and replace
the cornea even when only a part
of it is damaged. As a result, the
rejection rate is 10 per cent.
Surgeons here, however, generally remove and replace only the
damaged part, reducing the rejection rate to 3 per cent or less.
Singapore’s leading-edge practices have drawn foreigners from
as far as Russia and Australia,
who form half of the cornea transplant patients here.
Prof Tan, who has been at the
forefront of cornea research, had
a hand in improving some of the
techniques now used worldwide.
Singapore, he said, pioneered
several forms of cornea transplants, such as one involving the
removal of the old cornea in two
stages. This increases the chances
of complete removal from 80-85
per cent to 94 per cent. The complete removal gives the recipient
of a new cornea perfect eyesight.
“This is now a well-established
surgical technique which I routinely teach at various corneal transplant courses” in the US, UK and
other countries, said Prof Tan,
who is also professor of ophthalmology at the Yong Loo Lin

Top Singapore eye surgeon Donald Tan, holding a direct ophthalmoscope used for routine eye inspections, has been at the forefront of cornea research and is now the
first non-American to head the US-based Cornea Society in its 37-year history. ST PHOTO: MUGILAN RAJASEGERAN

HIGHLY REGARDED
His appointment as the president of The Cornea Society is most deserved,
especially for his pioneering work, and is the culmination of his brilliant
career as a corneal surgeon.
– Dr Jerry Tan, a prominent ophthalmologist in private practice, on Prof Tan

School of Medicine at the National University of Singapore.
He also invented surgical instruments that make procedures
easier. Some carry his name, such
as the Dalk (Deep Anterior Lamel-

lar Keratoplasty) Tan Scissors.
Dalk is for people with a damaged front layer, where replacing
it carries no risk of rejection as it
is all collagen with no living cells.
Another procedure, where only

FairPrice
not planning
to expand
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Malaysia

MEETING REGION’S YOUTH
President Tony Tan Keng Yam with
some participants of the YMCA
Regional Youth Conference 2012 and
Mr Kohei Yamada (behind Dr Tan),
general secretary of the Asia and
Pacific Alliance of YMCAs, at a tea
session at the Istana yesterday.
Dr Tan is the patron-in-chief of
the YMCA Singapore.
The participants, aged between 17
and 25, hail from 15 countries. They
will be taking part in activities such
as workshops and seminars till
Sunday.
In its fourth year, the event is
organised by students from YMCA
groups in Nanyang Technological
University, Singapore Management
University and National University
of Singapore. ST PHOTO: KUA CHEE SIONG

By JANICE TAI
NTUC FairPrice has no plans to
expand into Malaysia, the supermarket chain has said.
The reply comes even as Malaysia’s Minister for Domestic Trade,
Cooperatives and Consumerism
Ismail Sabri Yaakob said his ministry wanted to invite the chain to
open supermarkets in Malaysia,
reported Chinese daily Lianhe
Zaobao on Monday.
A spokesman for FairPrice said
it has not been approached by the
Malaysian authorities to do so.
“With our limited resources,
we have to ensure our bandwidth
is not stretched as we undertake
any opportunities outside of Singapore,” she said, adding that its priority was to serve Singaporeans.
Retail analysts said FairPrice
has the capability to take the
plunge but its business objectives
as a cooperative may not steer it
in that direction.
“Its objectives may be different, given that it is a cooperative
that serves Singaporeans, unlike
private enterprises which will
want to venture overseas to maximise profit,” said Mr Peter
See-Toh, managing director of
retail at Knight Frank.
At least one home-grown supermarket retailer is eyeing the
Malaysian market, if not FairPrice. Sheng Siong Group is looking for potential partners to help
it expand into Malaysia, said its
spokesman on Monday. Its first
outlet will be in Johor.
Sheng Siong, which owns 28
stores in Singapore, aims to have
at least 50 in Malaysia. Its spokesman said it believes Malaysia’s
growing population and rising incomes will boost demand for basic
necessities like groceries.
“Singapore’s and Malaysia’s
cultures are similar... Malaysia
has a rising population, a lot of
natural resources to boost its economy and thus grow consumer
spending,” said its chief executive
Lim Hock Chee last year.
jantai@sph.com.sg

the inner layer of living cells are
replaced, uses a piece of equipment called the Tan Endoglide,
which has helped to reduce the
rejection rate from 10 per cent to
under 3 per cent.

The Tan Endoglide, which Prof
Tan invented with another doctor, is made in Britain and used
worldwide. Although there are
rivals, it was the first to gain approval from the US Food and
Drug Administration.
Dr Jerry Tan, a prominent ophthalmologist in private practice,
said Prof Tan “is acknowledged as
one of the very best experts in corneal transplant”.
He added: “His appointment as
the president of The Cornea Society is most deserved, especially for
his pioneering work, and is the culmination of his brilliant career as
a corneal surgeon.”
salma@sph.com.sg
www.facebook.com/ST.Salma

A bursary in honour of inspiring classmate
By LESLIE KAY LIM
THOUGH stricken with brain
lymphoma, Ms Christine Chong
Hui Xian persisted with her medical studies, even taking her second-year exam while in hospital.
That was in 2009. She died later that year, at age 21.
Her fortitude so inspired classmate Emmett Wong Tsz Yeung
that the 24-year-old, with some
classmates at the National University of Singapore’s Yong Loo
Lin School of Medicine, spearheaded a drive to set up a bursary
in her name.
They raised $250,000 and
from next year, medical students
struggling to make ends meet can
apply for a $5,000 grant from the
NUS Medical Society Christine
Chong Hui Xian Bursary.
Dr Wong had sat next to Ms
Chong in class for two years. He
said she had also suffered from
lupus from a young age but was
always “bubbly and cheerful”.
Even when she could no longer attend classes, she was her usual cheerful self when classmates
visited her at home, listening to
their experiences in the wards,
Dr Wong said.
Her death made him “understand not only how a disease
affects a person, but also the

The money raised
will be matched
11/2 times by the
Government and
the endowment
fund managed by
the NUS Medical
Society.

Doctors Ray Lai (left) and Emmett Wong (centre) were among those behind the effort to set up a bursary in memory of
Ms Chong. They have now handed over the reins to juniors like Mr Benjamin Tan (right). ST PHOTO: LAU FOOK KONG
family and people around him”.
The money raised will be
matched 11/2 times by the Government and the endowment fund
managed by the NUS Medical
Society.

The outpouring of support has
surprised Ms Chong’s 250 classmates, who graduated about a
fortnight ago, said Dr Ray Lai,
24, one of the bursary organisers.
They staged concerts and

screened movies to raise funds,
which were bolstered by donations from medical alumni and
the Goh Keng Swee and Lee foundations.
The goal is to raise $500,000,

said Dr Lai, adding that he is glad
his juniors “have taken the reins
and are now working on it”.
Among them is fifth-year medical student Benjamin Tan. Said
the 23-year-old: “We’re working
on, among other things, publishing a book of inspiring stories of
doctors in Singapore.”
Eligible students will be selected for the bursary by the dean’s
office.
Ms Chong’s mother, civil servant Low Siew Khoon, considers
the bursary a fitting memorial to
the youngest of her three children. “She loved to help people...
Her dream of becoming a doctor
lives on in the many... lives that
will be blessed by this bursary.”
llim@sph.com.sg

